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Dedication to Kevin, Sarah, and Josh Strayer — but mostly Kevin.

Kevin, I’d say you were a big dog trapped in a little body — but honestly, even that doesn’t quite cover it. You were so much more than that. In fact, I’m not sure you ever believed you were a dog at all. You walked into a room like you owned it, like you were in charge, like we were all just lucky to be in your presence. And you know what? We kinda were.

Even Sarah would joke that she gave birth to you — and somehow, that made sense. You had her spirit: the personality, the attitude, the stubborn streak a mile long. It’s like she passed it straight down, minus the fur. You two were a matching set, like a sitcom duo that never needed a script. Just watching you two interact was entertainment enough.

You brought joy to so many people. The residents at St. Catherine’s absolutely adored you — some of them couldn’t remember what day it was, but they always remembered when Kevin was coming. They looked forward to your visits more than they did family dinners, and that’s saying something. You made them smile, you made them laugh, and most of all, you made them feel loved.

Sarah used to say you were the best thing that ever happened to her. I won’t lie — the first time I heard her say it, I was a little jealous. Like, ouch, thanks a lot. But over time, I understood. I really did. Because you weren’t just a pet. You were family, therapy, security detail, comic relief, and royal highness all in one.

Not having you here... it just feels wrong. There was always “Sarah and Kevin,” like salt and pepper, or thunder and lightning, or glitter and chaos. And now it feels like something’s missing. It is missing. And as much as I try not to think about it, not to feel angry, because I know you wouldn’t have wanted that — I can’t help it. I am angry. And I am sorry, Kevin.

You weren’t my dog, but I loved you just the same. You had this way of pulling people in — even the ones who didn’t think they liked dogs, or people, or feelings. And you made us all better just by being you.

I don’t think I could ever put into words how much you meant to everyone around you. But this is my attempt — to make sure people know you existed, how incredible you were, and how much you’re missed.

And if your mom gets mad that I wrote this book Well, I’ll do what I always did: blame Kylo. You’d have found a way to forgive me anyway — probably after getting a treat and giving me that classic side-eye.

I love you, buddy. You were something else. There’ll never be another Kevin. And I mean that. You left pawprints all over this world, and even more on the people who loved you. That’s a legacy most of us can only dream of.

I wasn’t there for the start of Kevin’s life. Nope. Didn’t meet him when he was born, didn’t see his little wiggly body take those first steps or bark his first bark. In fact, I didn’t meet Kevin until he was already five years old—and even then, our first real one-on-one encounter didn’t come until a few months after that.

It all started with a phone call.

Sarah, in full panic mode, called me out of nowhere. And when I say panic mode, I mean she skipped right past “mildly stressed” and went straight to “DEFCON 1.” She was yelling something about needing me to get to her house immediately. Not later. Not soon. Now. Her voice was cracking, breathless—like she’d just run a marathon or was being chased by bees. Possibly both.

I didn’t even get the full story, just snippets like, “Get Kevin,” “Find the fake rock with the key,” and “Bring him to the next town over—fast!”

Naturally, I didn’t ask questions. I should’ve, but I didn’t. I just grabbed my keys, threw on the first black clothes I saw—because somehow that felt right for the moment—and took off. Ten minutes later, there I was: a large man in full black, tiptoeing around someone else’s front yard, digging through a suspicious pile of rocks like a raccoon with a mission.

I knew how this looked. To any of the neighbors watching, I probably looked like I was about to rob the place. Or worse—steal their dog and bolt. Which, technically... I kind of was. But in my defense, I was invited to break in. That makes it better. Right?

After rooting around for what felt like an eternity, I found the rock that clicked open—you know, one of those fake ones that’s supposed to blend in but absolutely doesn’t. The key was inside. Bingo.

I unlocked the door and stepped into the house, my heart thumping because I had no idea what kind of “emergency” I was walking into. Was there a fire? A flood? A home invasion? Nope. It was Kevin.

There he stood, all eight fluffy pounds of him—brown and white, with the softest coat I’ve ever touched. A purebred cashmere Pomeranian, looking up at me with those big round eyes like, “Who are you and why are you in my house?”

I scooped him up, and surprisingly, he didn’t fight me. No growling, no barking, no squirming. It was almost like he knew—this was just the beginning of something bigger. A rescue mission? Sure. A friendship? Maybe. A legendary series of misadventures? Oh, definitely.

I got Kevin in the car, and we tore out of that neighborhood like it was the opening scene of an action movie. Only instead of guns and explosions, it was me in a Honda Civic with a Pomeranian in the passenger seat, driving to an unknown destination while trying to calm a dog who’d just been plucked from his living room by a strange man in dark clothes.

I met Sarah twenty minutes later in a grocery store parking lot. She yanked the door open, scooped up Kevin like a mother who’d just found her lost child, and gave me a look that said “thank you” and “what took you so long” all at once.

That was my first real adventure with Kevin. And believe me, it was only the beginning.

There would be more phone calls. More last-minute missions. More moments where I found myself in weird, awkward, possibly illegal situations for the sake of one small, fluffy dog and the whirlwind human who came with him.

I wish there had been more of those moments. Not just for the laughs—but because every one of them mattered. Every time I saw Kevin, every time he ran up to me like I was his long-lost cousin returning from war, it reminded me that love doesn’t always show up the way you expect it to. Sometimes it barks. Sometimes it sheds. And sometimes it rides shotgun while you blast ‘80s rock on the highway at 2 AM, wondering how in the world your life ended up like this.

So yeah, I wasn’t there for Kevin’s beginning. But I was there for part of the legend. And now, I’m going to do my best to tell the rest.

Because someone has to.
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Chapter 1: A Legend Is Born
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Like I said, our story starts long before I entered the picture—the way all good stories do. In a small town in Ohio, in the home of Sarah.

Like I said, our story starts long before I ever entered the picture—because that’s how all the best stories go. And like any solid tale worth telling, it begins in a small town in Ohio. Specifically, in the quirky little town of Fostoria. You’ve probably never heard of it, and that’s okay—it’s the kind of place where time moves a little slower, people know your dog's name before they know yours, and the biggest drama is someone putting their trash out on the wrong day.

At the center of this humble town, tucked quietly into the heart of downtown like a well-kept secret, sat a modest two-story home. Nothing extravagant—no marble floors or indoor fountains—but it had charm, character, and the unmistakable smell of laundry that’s been forgotten in the washer one too many times. It had two bedrooms, two floors, and a personality all its own.

This was the home of Sarah.

Now, for the purposes of this story—and to protect her privacy—I may add or adjust a few details along the way. Think of Sarah as a bit like Batman, with a heartbreaking past that shaped her into the hero she is today... if Batman were more into Amazon Prime deals and emotional support animals than fighting crime in a cape. (Disclaimer: If you know Sarah personally, please don’t tell her I compared her to Batman. I value my life—and my snack privileges—far too much!)

Sarah had bought the house with a bit of inheritance money left to her by her grandfather—a man who, legend has it, once traded a car for a tractor and somehow came out ahead. So yeah, deals ran in the family.

The inside of Sarah’s home was warm, welcoming, and just a touch chaotic—kind of like if Pinterest had a nervous breakdown but still managed to be cozy. You’d walk in and be greeted by soft lighting, lived-in furniture, and at least three half-empty cans of soda sitting proudly on various surfaces like forgotten trophies. The kind of place where the throw pillows never match, the dog toys outnumber the shoes, and the thermostat always seems to be set to “slightly too warm but you don’t want to complain.”

And then there was Sarah herself.

She was one of the most unique human beings you could ever meet. The kind of person who could make you laugh on your worst day, or talk you through a crisis with one hand while baking cookies with the other. She had this incredible ability to love people entirely, no half-measures—just all in. Sure, sometimes she could drive you up a wall and into another zip code. There were moments you’d want to scream into a pillow or possibly launch one at her head. But even in those moments, you couldn't help but love her.

She’d been through a lot—more than most. The kind of hardships that would make lesser people curl up and tap out. But not Sarah. No matter how many curveballs life hurled her way, she always found a reason to laugh. To keep going. To shine a little light on everyone around her.

And unfortunately, I’d seen a lot of people take that light for granted—treat her like she didn’t matter. But forget them. This isn’t their story.

This is Kevin’s.

And our story truly begins one quiet afternoon, back in that cozy little house, with Sarah sitting in her old wooden rocking chair—the one with a creak that always made it sound like it had something sarcastic to say. She sat by the window, watching the world go by at its usual Fostoria pace (somewhere between slow and “Is this car even moving?”), rocking gently as a soft breeze stirred the curtains.

Her eyes were fixed on a small dog bed in the corner of the living room.

The living room itself was a delightful mess. A comfy couch that had clearly survived a few epic snack-fueled movie nights, a coffee table with exactly one coaster being used out of six, and some framed photos scattered across a dusty shelf—family, friends, and one extremely suspicious vacation pic featuring a confused llama.

The dog bed was worn in, just the right size for someone small, fluffy, and possibly way too dramatic for their own good. It was fluffed, scratched, and clearly claimed territory.

And though it sat empty right now, it wouldn’t be for long.

Because that bed belonged to Kevin.

And Kevin... well, Kevin was about to become a legend.
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LIKE I SAID, OUR STORY starts long before I entered the picture—the way all good stories do. In a small town in Ohio, in the home of Sarah.

Now, for the purposes of this story, I’m gonna do my best to protect her true identity. Kinda like Bruce Wayne being Batman.

Disclaimer: if you know Sarah, don’t tell her I referred to her and Batman in the same sentence. I’d like to keep my kneecaps.

But for the sake of the story, we’ll call her Sarah Summers.

Sarah’s house was warm and inviting, tucked away in the heart of downtown Fostoria, Ohio. A two-bedroom, two-floor home that she’d bought for a steal using some inheritance money she got from her grandfather. It wasn’t fancy, but it was hers—and it had that cozy, lived-in feeling that made you want to take off your shoes and maybe borrow a blanket.

Sarah herself was one of the most unique people you could ever meet. One of those rare folks you can’t help but love—even if sometimes, she drives you absolutely up the wall and halfway across the ceiling. There were moments, let’s be honest, when she could push your buttons so hard you just wanted to tell her to buzz off. (Politely. Maybe. Depends on the day.)

But underneath all that, Sarah had been through more in life than most people could handle. The kind of stuff that would’ve broken a lesser person. But not her. She still laughed. Still cracked jokes. Still found ways to bring joy to everyone around her—even when she didn’t have much joy left for herself.

She loved completely and gave everything she had to others. And sadly, I’ve seen way too many people treat her like garbage. But that’s another story. This one’s about Kevin.

So, back to it. In the dog bed lay Lily, a small brown and white cashmere Pomeranian. She was curled up tight, shifting and turning, her little body moving in slow, determined circles. Nesting. That instinct dogs get before giving birth. She nosed the blanket in her bed, digging at it with her tiny paws, then spinning around again like she was trying to make the perfect little spot — the canine equivalent of fluffed pillows and dim lighting. Every few minutes she’d let out a soft huff, then go right back to adjusting things that didn’t really need adjusting.

Next to her sat Sarah in the rocking chair, leaning forward, eyes locked on Lily. On either side of her sat Anna, her stepdaughter, and Matthew, her stepson. Joshua, her husband, lay stretched out on the couch behind them, pretending to be calm but very clearly listening to every squeal and gasp the kids made.

Then it started. Lily let out a low, soft whine — not one of pain, exactly, but focused effort. She shifted again, then paused. Her little body tensed.

“She’s doing it!” Anna said, eyes wide.

“Shhh,” Sarah whispered, holding her arm out gently to keep both kids from diving in too soon.

Lily gave a gentle push, and just like that, the first puppy was born — tiny, slick, and dark chocolate brown from nose to tail. A girl.

“Whoa...” Matthew whispered. “That was so cool!”

Within a few minutes, Lily had three more puppies, each born with the same determined grace. Two more dark brown girls — all nearly identical, like fuzzy little jelly beans — and then finally, a fourth pup. Smaller than the others, mostly brown but with a splash of white across his back and a little streak on his forehead.

“A boy,” Sarah said softly, watching Lily lick the newborn clean and nudge him closer to her belly.

Sarah carefully reached in, just enough to help rearrange the pups so they could nurse properly. She moved slow, practiced — like someone who’d done this before, or at the very least, had read a very detailed blog post and watched a YouTube video or five. Lily didn’t flinch. She trusted Sarah completely.

Anna, vibrating with excitement, reached out to touch one of the puppies.

“No, leave them be for now,” Sarah said, gently but firmly. She cupped her hand and blocked Anna just in time, then helped the puppies scoot a bit closer to their mom so they could latch on.

Up in the recliner sat Wookie — the proud dad. A slightly larger, puffier ball of fluff, sitting like a king surveying his kingdom. His eyes were wide, ears perked up, watching everything like he totally understood the importance of the moment (or maybe just knew snacks were involved).

“Look, Mom!” Matthew said, picking up the tiny brown-and-white boy without a second thought, despite what Sarah had just said. “This one looks just like Wookie!”

Sarah blinked. “Yes, I know, sweetie. Now please... put him down.”

Matthew held the pup up like he was presenting Simba to the animal kingdom. Wookie, unimpressed, blinked slowly from the recliner.

“What are we gonna name them?” Anna asked, eyes still locked on the squirmy little pups.

“I don’t know,” Sarah said, already bracing for what was about to happen.

Sure enough, the kids launched into a verbal tug-of-war — throwing out every name imaginable.

“Cupcake!”

“No, Jellybean!”

“No! We should call this one Nugget!”

“Why would you name a dog Nugget?!”

“It’s better than Princess Poofypants!”

“You’re Princess Poofypants!”

“ENOUGH!” Sarah said, raising her hand. The room fell quiet. Even Wookie seemed to flinch slightly.

She looked down at the four pups, eyes soft, rocking gently in her chair.

She pointed to the first girl. “Her name is going to be Clara.”

Then the second. “That one’s Annabelle.”

She pointed to the third. “And she’ll be Molly.”

Matthew leaned forward, eyes big. “What about the boy?”

Sarah paused. Thought for a long second, then smiled.

“His name...” she said, softly. “His name will be Kevin.”

The room was quiet for a second, like even the furniture needed a moment to soak it in.

“Kevin?” Anna echoed.

“Kevin,” Sarah repeated. “It just fits.”

And it did.

The tiny brown-and-white pup squirmed against his sisters, eyes still shut, tail flicking slightly as if he already knew he was going to be different. A little extra. Maybe even a little dramatic. But special — that much was already obvious.

Wookie gave a small, approving bark from the recliner.

After the three had sat and watched Lily with her pups for a while, Sarah leaned back in her chair and let out a soft sigh.

“Okay, kids,” she said, gently but firmly. “Let’s give them some privacy. You’re gonna stress Lily out hovering over her like that.”

Lily was already starting to look a little overwhelmed, glancing up occasionally with those big, round eyes, as if to say, Are they always this loud? Is this forever? Still, she was focused on her pups, gently licking them one by one, starting at their tiny heads and working her way down their backs. Her movements were slow, rhythmic, and full of care. Every once in a while, she’d stop to reposition herself, then nudge one of the pups closer to her belly so they could nurse.

The puppies, eyes still sealed shut, wiggled and squirmed their way into place. They rooted around with their tiny noses, each one determined to find the perfect spot to latch on, making soft squeaking noises that somehow filled the room like music.

Lily didn’t complain. She didn’t even look tired. Just focused. Focused in that quiet way new moms sometimes are—equal parts exhausted and completely locked in on making sure her babies were okay.

“Aww, Mom, can’t we watch them a little longer?” Matthew said, eyes still glued to the wiggly brown blobs in the dog bed.

Sarah, who understood the kids’ excitement completely—because truthfully, she kind of felt the same way—sighed and smiled. “Alright,” she said. “Just a little longer. But then I want you both outside burning off some of this energy. These pups need peace and quiet, not a front-row audience.”

“Yay!” Anna and Matthew said in unison, scooting even closer to the edge of the bed but still remembering not to touch this time.

A few more minutes passed like that, the room unusually calm for a house with kids in it. The only sounds were soft puppy noises, Lily’s gentle breathing, and the creak of the rocking chair as Sarah slowly leaned back and forth.

Eventually, Sarah gave them the look. The one every mom has. No words needed. Just a small head tilt and a raised eyebrow that said, Alright, show’s over.

“Okay, okay,” Matthew said, dragging his feet as if he were being banished from Disneyland. “We’re going...”

Anna followed behind him, both kids still peeking back over their shoulders as they made their way toward the door and out into the yard.

From the couch, where he’d been laying like a very relaxed statue, Joshua finally sat up and stretched.

“Alright,” he said, walking over to the dog bed and crouching down next to Sarah. “Let’s see what all the fuss is about.”

He looked down at the pups, now peacefully nursing, tiny paws pressed up against Lily’s side. Their little bodies barely moved, except for the occasional twitch or ear flick.

“Wow,” Joshua said quietly. “They really are cute.”

Sarah nodded. “I know.”

Lily lifted her head just enough to look at him like, Darn right they are.

Joshua smiled, shook his head a little, and stood up. “Well, I’ve gotta start getting ready for work,” he said, already halfway out of the room. “Let me know how they’re doing later.”

Sarah gave him a sideways look. “You expecting any big updates from newborn puppies?”

He chuckled. “Nah. I’m guessing they’ll still just be laying there, being small and fuzzy.”

As he disappeared down the hallway, Sarah turned back to Lily and the pups, the house finally quiet again. The pups were all snuggled close, little tails twitching, tiny bellies rising and falling. Lily was back to cleaning them, her tongue working with that same slow, patient rhythm, pausing only to rest her head for a moment before starting again.

The rest of the day went by fairly normal. Sarah kept herself busy with the usual household tasks—laundry that never seemed to end, dishes that multiplied like rabbits, and reminding the kids at least twice to pick up after themselves. Every so often, either Anna or Matthew would quietly tiptoe into the living room to peek at the puppies. They’d crouch by the dog bed, whispering things like “they’re still sleeping” or “that one’s kicking in its sleep!” before slipping away like they’d just witnessed something sacred. Sarah herself checked in every hour or so, making sure Lily had water, the pups were warm, and that no one had accidentally gotten scooted too far from their mom. Lily, still doing a fantastic job, didn’t seem to mind the quiet visitors—as long as they didn’t get too close.

Joshua came home in the early evening, tired from work but instantly revived by the scent of dinner on the stove and the excited voices of the kids yelling, “The puppies are still okay!” before he’d even taken his shoes off. They ate dinner together as a family—something simple, but warm and filling. Conversation bounced between the day’s usual small-town happenings and endless puppy talk. Anna talked about wanting to teach them tricks someday, and Matthew tried to convince everyone that one of the puppies had already opened its eyes (spoiler: it hadn’t). Joshua smiled through most of it, occasionally nodding and chuckling at their enthusiasm, clearly enjoying the chaos more than he let on.

After dinner, Sarah rounded up the kids and reminded them it was time to start winding down. “Showers, then bed,” she said in her best mom voice, the one that meant business but still came with a smile. Anna tried to stall by claiming she just washed her hands, which obviously counted as a full shower, while Matthew disappeared for a suspicious amount of time before admitting he was hiding behind the couch. Eventually, after much negotiating and a few “don’t make me come in there” threats, both kids were clean, pajama-clad, and tucked into bed. The house grew quiet again, the day fading into soft shadows and the occasional creak of old floorboards. Downstairs, Lily nursed her pups in the glow of the lamp, and Sarah sat beside her, sipping tea and listening to the peaceful sound of tiny puppy snores.

Soon, Sarah decided it was time to head to bed, the quiet hum of the house signaling the end of a long day. She turned off the living room light, gave Lily and the pups one last check, and whispered, “Goodnight, babies.” As she climbed the stairs, her steps were slow and careful, the soft creak of each one familiar and comforting. In her room, she sank into bed with a deep sigh, pulling the covers up and letting the stillness of the night settle in around her.
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Chapter 2: Nursing Problems
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Now, I’m not exactly sure why Lily did what she did. Maybe it had something to do with the fact that the lady who owned her before Sarah had bred her way more than she was supposed to—just one litter after another—and then tossed her aside when she was done with her, like an old toy no one wanted anymore. Or maybe it was something else entirely. Dogs can stop nursing for a lot of reasons. Sometimes it’s physical—like discomfort from mastitis, or if the pups latch on wrong. Other times, it’s emotional. Stress, anxiety, even a lack of bonding can make a new mom dog decide she’s just not up for it.

But in Lily’s case, I tend to think she was just plain overwhelmed. I mean, four puppies is a lot for a dog her size—especially when you weren’t expecting any of them in the first place. The whole thing had been completely unplanned. Joshua and Sarah had no idea Lily was even pregnant until it was pretty obvious... and even then, there was a solid moment of denial before reality hit. One day she was acting a little rounder, and the next she was nesting in the dog bed like she had a secret to spill. Turns out, the “secret” was a full-blown puppy surprise party, and neither human was exactly ready for it.

––––––––
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SARAH AND JOSHUA HAD gotten married pretty quickly after meeting. Sarah would sometimes joke that she married him because she needed somewhere to live—but the truth ran much deeper than that. She had never connected with anyone the way she did with Joshua—Josh for short. It wasn’t just about romance or attraction. It was the kind of connection that felt instant, natural—like they’d known each other forever, even though they’d just met. So, getting married right away didn’t feel rushed to them. It felt like the most honest, obvious thing in the world.

They had a quiet ceremony at the courthouse. No big dress, no flowers, no fancy music—just the two of them, a judge, and a couple of witnesses who barely knew their names but smiled like they did. Sarah wore a simple dress she’d already had in her closet, and Josh wore jeans and a button-up shirt. They exchanged rings, made promises, and sealed it with a kiss that meant more than any wedding aisle ever could. It wasn’t grand, but it was real—and to Sarah, that meant everything. Not long after, she used the inheritance her grandfather had left her to buy a modest two-bedroom house tucked away in downtown Fostoria, and they moved in as a family—just the two of them, at first.

Josh had two kids from a previous relationship: Anna and Matthew. Through no fault of his own, he didn’t have much of a relationship with them when he and Sarah got together. And that? That didn’t sit right with Sarah at all. Having grown up in foster homes and never really knowing what it felt like to have a stable family, she valued it more than anything. She believed deep down that family mattered—even if it was complicated, even if it was hard. She told Josh, more than once, “You need to be in your kids’ lives. They need you, even if they don’t know it yet.”

It didn’t help that Tami—Josh’s ex—seemed determined to make things as difficult as possible. She did everything she could to keep the kids away from Josh while, at the same time, being wildly irresponsible as a mother. Sarah was horrified when she found out Tami would leave the kids with random friends for days or drop them off with relatives who barely knew them. But the final straw was the weekend Sarah found out Tami had left Anna and Matthew alone in a hotel room for an entire weekend. No adult. No supervision. Just a loaf of bread, a two-liter bottle of Pepsi, and a jar of peanut butter—but no jelly.

That was it. Sarah had had enough.

From that moment on, she made it her mission to bring those kids home—for good. She started making calls, gathering paperwork, documenting everything she could. She didn’t care how hard the fight was going to be. Sarah had lived without a family for too long to let two innocent kids go through the same thing. And with Josh right beside her, they began the long process of getting full custody of Anna and Matthew.

One night, while Sarah and Josh were sitting at the kitchen table, going through a never-ending pile of paperwork for their upcoming custody battle, Sarah suddenly stopped. She let out a long sigh, dropped her pen, and put her hand over her face like the weight of everything had finally caught up to her.

Josh looked up from the papers. “What is it?”

Sarah peeked at him through her fingers. “I just realized... I have absolutely no clue what I’m doing,” she said. “I’ve never taken care of anything in my whole life. Not a plant. Not a goldfish. Nothing.”

Josh leaned back in his chair and gave a quiet chuckle. “Me neither,” he said.

They sat there in silence for a moment. The kind of silence where the room feels too still, and the only sound is the soft hum of the fridge in the background.

Then Josh spoke again. “I know.”

Sarah looked over at him. “You know what?”

Josh gave a little shrug. “Maybe we should get a dog.”

“A dog?” Sarah repeated, raising an eyebrow.

“Yeah. You know... kind of like parent training,” he said, trying to sound casual, but there was a hopeful twinkle in his eye.

Sarah stared at him for a second, trying to figure out if he was serious. Then, after a moment, her expression softened. Her shoulders relaxed, and a slow grin spread across her face. “Alright,” she said. “Let’s do it.”

With that, she stood up, grabbed her coat from the back of the chair, and headed straight to the front door like a woman on a mission. Her hand was already on the doorknob when she turned back and looked at Josh.

“Well?” she said. “Are you coming?”

Josh blinked. “Wait... you mean now?”

“Sure, why not?” Sarah said with a shrug. “No time like the present.”

She slipped out the door and marched toward the car like this was a perfectly normal Wednesday night activity. Outside, she stood next to the passenger door, arms crossed, tapping her foot like she was about to miss an appointment.

Josh took his time getting up, still half in disbelief. He grabbed his keys from the hook by the door, muttered something about this being ridiculous, and tossed on his hoodie. Then, like a man walking into something he both dreaded and couldn't wait for, he stepped outside and climbed into the driver’s seat.

He turned to Sarah. “Got any kind of idea what kind of dog you’re thinking?”

“I was thinking maybe... a boxer?” he offered, hopeful.

Sarah made a face like someone had just suggested she wear socks with sandals. “Mmm... no,” she said, slowly shaking her head.

Josh frowned. “Okay... what were you thinking?”

“Something small and fluffy,” Sarah replied, grinning ear to ear like a kid in a candy store.

Josh groaned as he started the car. “Good Lord,” he said, dragging the words out. “Please, Sarah... not something I’m going to be embarrassed to walk down the street with.”

Sarah just laughed. “Just drive.”

The engine rumbled to life, headlights lit up the quiet street, and with Sarah’s grin still beaming in the passenger seat, they pulled away into the night.

––––––––
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SARAH AND JOSH PULLED into the parking lot of the mall in Tiffin, Ohio—one of the few malls left that still had a pet store inside. It wasn’t a huge place, and most of the shops were half-empty or closed down, but the glowing red sign above the pet store still proudly flickered on. Josh found a parking spot not too far from the entrance, and after a quick debate over whether they needed jackets or not (they didn’t), the two of them headed inside.

The mall was quiet, with a few shoppers wandering around, the scent of soft pretzels in the air, and music playing faintly through the old overhead speakers. They walked past dusty storefronts, dodged a squeaky ride-on spaceship meant for toddlers, and made their way straight to the pet store tucked in at the end of the hallway like a hidden treasure.

The moment they walked through the doors, the smell of wood shavings and pet food hit them. The walls were lined with aquariums full of colorful fish, little hamsters running in squeaky wheels, birds flapping and chirping in tall cages, and rows of toys, treats, and supplies stacked neatly on shelves. But both of them were heading straight for the main attraction—against the back wall was the classic puppy display: a row of clear-glass enclosures filled with wagging tails and eager faces.

Inside were ten puppies, all different breeds. A beagle pup with long floppy ears yawned from the corner. A wrinkly bulldog puppy pawed at the glass. Two Australian shepherds chased each other in circles, and a golden retriever pup dozed off in the middle like it had already had enough of the world for one day. There was a black lab, a tiny yorkie, a squishy-faced pug, a spotted dalmatian who wouldn’t stop barking, and a bouncy little cockapoo that kept slipping on its own ears.

And then, in the very last enclosure, tucked into the far corner, was a brown and white puffball.

A male Pomeranian.

Sarah let out an excited squeal before she could stop herself. “Oh my gosh, look at him!” she said, practically bouncing. She beelined to the front desk and waved over the clerk, barely able to keep her voice calm. “Can I please see the little brown and white one in the last cage?” she asked, practically glowing.

The young store clerk, wearing a name tag that read “Zach,” smiled and said, “Sure thing,” before heading to the back wall. He opened the door gently, reached in, and scooped up the tiny fluffball, who immediately started wagging his tail and wriggling with excitement. As soon as he was in Sarah’s arms, he licked her chin, sneezed, then immediately rolled onto his back in her hands like, Here I am. Love me.

Sarah laughed, holding him close to her chest like he was made of glass and magic.

Josh, who had wandered over to one of the other enclosures, pointed at a sleepy Great Dane pup sprawled out like a throw rug. “Now, Sarah, don’t get too excited just yet. Let’s look at all the dogs.”

Sarah gave him a classic scowl, the kind that said really, dude? without needing a single word. She hugged the little Pom closer. “What other dogs?” she asked flatly.

Josh nodded toward the giant pup. “What about that one?” he said, pointing to the Great Dane, who was now licking the glass and looking entirely too pleased with himself.

Sarah’s scowl deepened. “Eww. That’s not a dog. We’re getting this one,” she said, holding the Pomeranian up like he was Simba from The Lion King.

Josh looked down at the puppy in her arms and shook his head. “Oh, come on. He looks like an Ewok.”

Sarah blinked. “Good,” she said without missing a beat. She turned and started walking toward the front of the store, the pup still in her arms.

Without stopping or turning around, Sarah grinned and said, “Then we’ll name him Wookie.”

Josh furrowed his brow, confused. “Wait... Sarah, that’s not even the same thing.”

Josh groaned and followed behind her, his voice full of mock annoyance. “You do know that Wookiees and Ewoks are two totally different things, right?”

Sarah shrugged. “Nope. Don't care.”

Josh muttered something about “Star Wars disrespect” under his breath, but the smile on his face said he wasn’t really mad. As they reached the counter to fill out the paperwork, Sarah looked down at the little pup curled in her arms.

“That’ll be $600, please,” the clerk said with a friendly smile, holding out the small slip of paper.

Josh blinked. His jaw didn’t quite hit the floor, but it was close.

“Who the heck pays $600 for a dog?” he muttered, loud enough for both Sarah and the clerk to hear. “I could go to the SPCA right now and walk out with 17 dogs for that price—ones that are just gonna burn in a week.”

The clerk raised an eyebrow, still smiling but clearly unfazed. “Well, if you don’t want him,” he said, reaching back toward Wookie, “I can put him back. I’m sure someone else will take him.”

Before Josh could respond, Sarah sharply elbowed him in the ribs.

Josh let out a quiet “Oof,” and Sarah, without missing a beat, said, “What are you so worried about? This is training for parenthood.”

Josh gave her a look. “An expensive training program,” he muttered under his breath. But still—he sighed, pulled out his wallet, and handed over his debit card. “Alright. We’ll take him,” he said out loud, though on the inside, his soul was letting out a slow, dramatic scream as he watched his bank balance weep.

The clerk swiped the card and handed it back, along with a folder of paperwork and a tiny blue collar with a matching leash. “Congrats, folks,” he said cheerfully. “You’re officially puppy parents.”

Josh turned to say something to Sarah, but she was already gone.

Like, gone gone.

She was halfway down the mall hallway, moving fast with Wookie in her arms, talking to him the entire way like they were lifelong friends. “You’re gonna love your new home,” she said sweetly. “We’re gonna get you snacks and toys and a blankie—and don’t worry about that grumpy guy paying for you. He’s just dramatic.”

Josh shook his head, still holding the folder of paperwork like it was a mortgage document, and trudged after her. By the time he reached the car, Sarah had already opened the passenger door and was gently settling Wookie onto her lap, cooing to him like a new mom with a newborn.

Josh climbed into the driver’s seat, tossed the folder in the back, and started the engine. “I can’t believe I just spent $600 on a dog the size of a toaster.”

Sarah grinned. “You spent $600 on a perfect angel, thank you very much.”

Wookie let out a high-pitched bark from her lap, like he agreed.

As they pulled out of the parking lot and onto the road home, the evening sun was starting to set, casting warm light across the dash. Josh glanced over to see Sarah grinning down at the tiny fluffball in her arms, already whispering possible nicknames and baby talk like she’d been waiting for this moment forever.

He looked back at the road, shook his head with a sigh, and mumbled, “I should’ve gotten the Great Dane.”

“Too late now,” Sarah said cheerfully, scratching behind Wookie’s ears. “He chose us.”

And even though he’d never admit it out loud, Josh felt it too—something about that ridiculous little puffball felt right. Like maybe this was how family started... one impulse decision at a time.
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ONCE THEY GOT HOME, it became pretty clear—Wookie was needy. And not just a little bit. Sarah had taken the time to set up his own special space in the corner of the living room: food bowl, water bowl, blanket, toys, even a little sign that said “Wookie’s Spot” that she made out of construction paper. It was adorable. It was thoughtful.

It was completely ignored.

Wookie wanted nothing to do with his designated area. He wanted them. Every second. He followed Sarah around the house like a little fuzzy shadow, tripping her half the time and curling up on her feet the other half. If she sat on the couch, he jumped up beside her. If she went to the kitchen, he was right behind her. If she dared close the bathroom door—he sat outside and scratched like the world was ending.

And when he wasn’t glued to Sarah, he was bothering Josh—usually at the worst possible moments. Josh would be in the garage working on a shelf or trying to fix something, and there’d be Wookie, barking at a screwdriver or chewing the corner of a tarp. One time he sat on top of a pile of freshly sorted screws like he was guarding treasure. Josh couldn’t go five minutes without Wookie popping up with a toy, a yip, or some completely chaotic energy.

One night, as Josh was trying to get ready for a late-night shift, Wookie struck again. Josh had just laid out his clothes, had his bag packed, and was about to put on his socks when—poof—one of them disappeared. He looked up and saw the little bandit flying down the hallway, tail wagging and sock hanging from his mouth like a prize.

“Wookie!” Josh shouted, chasing him through the house. The little Pomeranian zig-zagged through the living room, under the coffee table, behind the recliner, then back out again. It was like a scene out of a cartoon—Josh leaping over furniture, out of breath, muttering things like, “I swear I’m gonna buy a cat.”

Finally, Josh cornered him by the front door, scooped him up, and yanked the now-drool-soaked sock from his tiny jaws.

He stood up, sock in one hand, Wookie in the other, and turned to Sarah, who was sitting in the hallway laughing like she was at a stand-up show.

“This sucks,” Josh said flatly. “This thing is needy. Wants to play, wants to go out, wants to eat every ten minutes.”

Sarah tried to hold in her giggles but failed miserably.

“We should get another dog,” Josh said.

“What?” Sarah blinked.

“Yeah,” Josh repeated, like it was the most logical thing in the world. “Another dog. That way it’ll play with this dog and leave us alone.”

Sarah burst out laughing again. “Excellent parenting training,” she said, taking Wookie from him like a baby.

“I’m serious,” Josh said as he pulled his shoes on. “I pass a kennel every day on the way to work. We should go take a look.”

“No argument here,” Sarah said with a smirk, settling onto the couch with Wookie nestled in her arms like a fuzzy hot water bottle.

With that, Josh grabbed his bag and headed out the door, still grumbling about socks and dog logic. Sarah and Wookie, on the other hand, had big plans.

“Movie night,” Sarah announced as she clicked on the TV. She flipped through the streaming options and decided to introduce Wookie to Old Yeller. It was going well—Wookie curled up next to her, head resting on her leg—until the part with the wolf came on.

“Nope,” Sarah said quickly, reaching forward to cover Wookie’s eyes. “We’re skipping that part.”

She hit fast-forward, then shut it off completely before the ending.

“Okay,” she said, scooping him up and carrying him toward the bedroom. “Time for bed, little man.”

They settled in under the blankets, the house quiet and warm. Sarah fluffed her pillow, turned off the light—and Wookie promptly crawled right onto Josh’s pillow like he owned the place.

Sarah smiled in the dark and whispered, “He won’t mind.”

And honestly... Josh probably wouldn’t.
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THE NEXT MORNING, SARAH was up bright and early—way earlier than she needed to be. She was in the kitchen, clanging pans, flipping bacon, and humming just loud enough to make sure there was no possible way Josh could sleep through it. The smell of breakfast filled the house—eggs, toast, and something she claimed was sausage but could’ve just been pan-warmed mystery meat. Either way, it was loud, it smelled great, and it was 100% a tactical operation to wake her husband up.

Josh eventually stumbled out of the bedroom, eyes half open, hair sticking up in five directions, and his shirt on inside-out. He dragged his feet into the kitchen, still shaking off the exhaustion from his late-night shift.

“What got you up so early?” he mumbled, rubbing his eyes.

Sarah turned from the stove with a big smile. “Don’t you remember what you said yesterday?”

Josh blinked. “Um...” He scratched his head, clearly trying to dig something out of his memory. “The question is... do you remember?” he said, hoping to bluff his way through it.

She gave him the look.

Josh sighed, already knowing she wasn’t buying it.

“We’re going to the dog kennel today,” Sarah said, turning back to flip the eggs. “You said we could go look for another dog.”

“Oh...” Josh replied, as the memory came rushing back. Right. That whole “let’s get another dog so the first one will leave us alone” conversation. At the time, it had seemed like a good idea. But in the daylight? With bacon grease popping and Sarah grinning like it was Christmas morning? He realized there had been no chance she’d forget.

“Okay, okay,” he muttered, stretching his arms. “I guess I better go get ready.”

Josh shuffled off to the bathroom, splashed some cold water on his face, brushed his teeth, and did a quick check in the mirror to make sure he looked at least awake enough to buy a dog. He threw on some jeans, a hoodie, and the same sneakers he always wore when he didn’t want to think too hard about life. By the time he returned to the living room, Sarah was already completely ready—coat on, purse over her shoulder, and Wookie safely tucked into his kennel with a blanket and a treat.

“Come on,” she said cheerfully. “Let’s go.”

She was already halfway out the door before Josh even had a chance to grab his wallet.

He followed behind her, still waking up, trying to mentally prepare himself for whatever they were about to get into. As they stepped outside, the morning was crisp and clear, the sun barely up, casting soft golden light across the front yard.

When Sarah reached the car and noticed the less-than-thrilled look on her husband’s face, she turned around, pointed at him, and said, “Come on, Josh—get excited! I’m letting you buy me another dog!”

Josh smirked, straightened his back, and did his best (and very dramatic) impression of Sarah’s bubbly enthusiasm. He skipped—yes, skipped—all the way to the driver’s seat with exaggerated arm swings and a goofy grin, then climbed in.

Sarah burst out laughing. “Okay, okay, maybe... a little less dramatic.”

Josh buckled his seatbelt and looked at her sideways. “Better?”

“Much better,” she said, still giggling as she got in beside him.

With a turn of the key, the car rumbled to life. Josh backed out of the driveway, Sarah already tapping on her phone to pull up the address to the kennel. They pulled onto the main road, heading out toward the edge of town where the trees started to get thicker and the signs fewer and farther between.

As they drove, the hum of the road filled the silence between them—comfortable, familiar. Sarah chatted about what kind of dog they might find. “Maybe something small again,” she said. “Or a little bigger, like a
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